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IT IS USEFUL to begin with a definition of performance: performance 
is a physical manifestation of an intent to concretize a coordinated, 
Predetermined, psycho-physical and action-oriented design. The em- 
erging design is a direct result of impulses consciously channellized to 
explore choric, choreographic and histrionic human actions which 
may or may not be aided by other agencies. The design becomes 
final subsequent to the audience contribution made in accordance 
with the relevant norms established in the cultural group concerned. 
The original conception of the design frequently undergoes substan- 
tial and qualitative changes on account of audience participation. 

What began as a definition has nearly ended up as a description! 
However it succeeds in highlighting the significance of performance 
in the Indian context because the validity of the description is 
independent of musical categories actually in operation at a given 
moment of time. 

However the present essay does not purport to discuss the 
central concept of performance and to that extent it registers an 
eccentric movement. It directs attention to the peripherals of a per- 
formance, In the process some questions become crucial. 

What constitutes a peripheral element vis-a-vis a performance? 
What kind of relationship exists between a performance and its 
peripherals? In what way do the peripherals contribute to the final 
Significance of a performance? To what extent is an identification 
of performance features as ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ symptomatic 
of larger, non-artistic and social realities? Having identified the 
Peripherals, how can their role be recognized in documentary and 
archival procedures? These questions need to be considered in some 
detail, : 

In general ‘peripheral’ means that which is surfacial or located 
in the outer region of vision. Thus the peripheral cannot be said to 
be entirely unconnected or unrelated to the core. The peripheral 
Status merely connotes a relationship of secondary intensity an 
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element has with the core. For example, the core of a song is 
ordinarily provided by voice, tune, text, etc., while the periphery 
consists of the performer’s dress, headgear, etc. If a dance perfor- 
mance is under discussion, dancing spaces and rhythms form the 
core while the colour combinations or tunes employed and the 
instruments pressed into service are the peripherals. Instances can 
be multiplied but it may be more helpful to state the general 
principles or criteria applied to judge the peripherality of individual 
items. 

1. Every performance has one major base of action or activity 
while the other possible operational bases either have their activi- 
ties suspended or have them conducted in a minor key. It is of 
course true that operational bases shift with considerable mobility 
during the course of a single performance. Yet at a given time and 
for a particular section of the performance continuum, one single 
base surely comes to operate as a major contributor. The non- 
operational bases on the other hand continue to be peripheral so 
long as the performing situation remains unchanged. In fact it is 
this permanent possibility of potential (and to some extent) 
unpredictable shifts of operational bases which is the essence of 
the composite or package character of performances in folk and 
other art categories. 

2. A very important clue to the core/peripheral quality of a 
performing feature is provided by its pronounced exclusiveness. - 
There are five pairs of performance features and they function in 4 
bipolar fashion, i.e., if one feature of a pair is in action the other 
has a considerably curtailed role to play. A diagrammatic presenta- 
tion of the situation obtained is helpful. 


dance/ 
speech sung sound movement dramatic isolated 
non-verbal instrumental stable routine collective 
sound postures bearing 


3. Two entities which in fact belong to a yet more fundamental 
level need to be considered. The two pairs, space-time and audio- 
video, are present in performances as chief parameters. ; 

Apart from their special qualitative focus, space-time dimensions 
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and audio-video perception modalities are also characterized by the 
distinctive way they function. They operate in such a way that each 
‘front’ in action tends to create performance effects normally associa- 
ted with its polar partner. In this way the entire operation is clearly 
marked by a process of specific adaptation of polar partners as 
contrasted with their mutual exclusion. In other words even if the 
non-active front is peripheral it displays, owing to the specific 
adaptation, a pronounced virtual operation. However there is no 
mistaking the fact that one single front carries out the more decisive 
of the functions. The fascinating capacity of the active base to 
create performing effects usually ascribed to the non-operating 
front would need to be explained by following another trail, chiefly 
aesthetic in import. In the present context the virtual quality of 
the experience derived from the operation of a particular base gives 
a clue to its peripheral quality. 
spatial audio 


temporal video 


4. Yet another indication of the peripheral nature of a perfor- 
mance feature is its overall non-aesthetic orientation. In all musical 
,categories describable as non-art the decorative, the artistic and the 
” aesthetic are marked by a clear dispensibility. The aesthetic, etc. 

are the non-vital components and their absence does not endanger 
the being, the very existence of a performance. If and when the 
decorative, the artistic or the aesthetic appears on the scene it is the 
individual performer’s intuition and virtuosity that are responsible 
for it. A stylish way of beginning, a flourish at the end, introduction 
of attractive mannerisms, deliberate and controlled exaggerations, 
purposeful but unexpected deviations and such other manifestations 
are clear instances of recurring peripherality, especially in non-art 
performances. ; 

5. Finally the peripheral quality is also indicated by the degree 
and ease with which a particular performance feature can be. 
substituted. (This too is more true in case of the non-art performing 
categories.) Performances in question are found to include sections 
appended to the main body from time to time and in varying 
proportions. For example, segments of a compositions devoted to 
salutations to local deities, a paean on the place of performance, | 
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praise of the audience, an appeal to the patron, etc. are lengthened, 
shortened, modified or altogether removed according to the will and 
requirement of the performer. A display of replaceability thus 
connotes a peripheral] quality. 

It is obvious that under ideal conditions the general principles 
enunciated need to be applied ad novo for every performance to 
identify the peripheral quality of a feature with reasonable accuracy. 
Essentials or peripherals identified as such in one context and on a 
particular occasion might exchange their roles on other occasions 
and that too at a short notice. The criteria would therefore have to 
be applied flexibly and attentively. 

To what extent do peripherals guide, control or inhibit a perfor- 
mance? Making allowance for individual differences some generali- 
zations are possible. 

A peripheral can hardly inhibit a performance and yet be 
described as a peripheral! Therefore a singer and a tight-round-the- 
neck gown or a dancer with an obstructive costume cannot coexist 
unless there are extenuating circumstances (such as social norms 
making wearing of tight dresses, etc. obligatory). In other words, 
unless non-performing considerations outweigh the performet’s 
preferences, peripherals influence performances by facilitating the 
physical act of a performance. It has been indicated earlier that 
non-artistic priorities often govern peripherals, thus adding to the 
influence of the latter. It would be thus correct to say that the 
mutual relationship existing between performance and its peripherals 
is characterized by changeable ascendancy. 

The manner in which peripherals contribute to the final signi- 
ficance of a performance is to be viewed against this backdrop. The 
physical facilitation processes realized through peripherals need not 
engage further attention. Such a contribution is too concrete to be 
missed and the principle of changeable ascendency, mentioned 
earlier, recognizes the contribution adequately. 

A more intangible variety of contribution however needs to be 
explained. More so because (apart from being intangible) such 
contributions are rarely traceable to any single causal factor or a 
group of factors. All statements of causal relationships between 
performance results and peripherals are likely to remain suspect 
until such time as comprehensive cultural survey and documenta- 
tion have made significant advances. On the other hand no such 
surveys, etc. can even be considered unless it is realized that coexis- 
tence of performing facts in itself furnishes proof of an hypothesis, 
if not a theory. Every performance is a non-verbalized hypothesis 
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in action. The intangible contribution of peripherals can generally 
be described as their message. 

A set of major criteria has already been suggested to identify 
processes, factors or items as peripheral because everything that 
accompanies a performance cannot be regarded peripheral. Examined 
in accordance with these criteria non-elite and especially folk 
performances show five categories of peripherals. These five cate- 
gories are not only easily perceivable but also possess the capacity 
of generating messages of their own. Messages of the peripherals 
may add to or detract from the overall message conveyed by a 
performance as an entity. A sum total of these multi-channelled ° 
messages is what the audiences receive in the final analysis. 

The five categories of peripherals are to be further sub-grouped 
into two, A and B. Those of group A are discussed here because of 
their closer ties with performance as a physical reality. The grouping 
is as shown below: 


Group A 


1. Positioning and postures of performers. 
2. Headgears and forehead marks of performers. 
3. Gestures and movements of performers. 


Group B 


4. Colour combinations. 
5. Decorations and ornamental effects. 


Prior toa separate discussion of the peripherals of Group A some 
general remarks about the manner in which peripherals operate are 
in order. 

It is of cardinal importance to note that peripherals usually 
generate symbolic content of high charge. Symbolism of the pert 
Pherals is expressed through prescribed and carefully followed 
Titual. Under normal circumstances, two types of seen 
Simultaneously in action, universal and cultural (i.e., ceseagens 
with the bias of a particular culture). The genesis of sine oe the 
rationale of its typology, and such other issues are beyond the pe 
of the present essay, The most relevant symbolic fate had f 
remembered in the present context is the innate nail : 
symbols. In fact symbolic activity holds power pemanignnen 
ambiguity. To that extent, therefore, the pesiesees me? pred 
their own message and, at the same time, blur the contours of t ‘ 
Performance message, making the latter in the process more a 

The workings of peripherals also display a discernible indep 
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dence of affect. The emotive message of peripherals may or may not 
move in the direction of the overall performance message. The 
behaviour of the peripheral vis-a-vis the performance is frequently 
governed by the principle of contrast as distinct from the principle 
of correspondence. As a consequence the peripheral may reinforce 
or attenuate the performance message. The simultaneity of non- 
identical messages conveyed by the peripherals and the core is bound 
to compel the auditor-spectator to think and exercise a choice. 
Further, it is also possible that no single or unambiguous final message 
is transmitted. The contradictions may remain unresolved—which 
in itself is a state with a disturbing message! 

The activated symbolism and the operation of the principle of 
contrastive juxtaposition produce an important side-effect. They 
create a state of social togetherness because the peripherals tend to 
operate through the use of socially binding mores. Societal norms 
are so formulated that a large number of the societal segments are 
mandatorily involved in a performance via the peripherals. In the 
process it is ensured that a wider social base (though non-performing) 
is secured for the total activity or the event. Such an involvement 
is frequently a pre-performance event on a number of occasions, 
yet the implications are unmistakable. The actual performing set 
may be confined to an occupational caste, etc. but the peripherals 
operate in such a way that the net is cast wide and wider participa- 
tion is ensured. The peripherals thus render an important service 
for a stratified society such as the Indian. 

A discussion of the three contributory peripherals of Group A is 
to take place against this background. 

I. Positioning and Postures: During the course of a , performance 
the performing set displays a definite pattern in the positioning and 
posturing of the performers. (In this context a performing set 
consists of chief performer/s, accompanist/s and the audience). To 
be a chief performer or an accompanist or an auditor is to carry 
out a definite role which may have extra-musical cultural implica- 
tions which cultural musicology would be expected to explain. 
Hence the first step is to identify the roles of the various members 
of the performing set. It is here that positioning offers major clues. 

Considered position-wise the chief performers are identified by 
their centrality, whether the performers arrange themselves ina 
straight, or curving line or in a circle. Accompanists are positioned 
besides and behind the chief performer. It is however to be noted 
that performances relying on drummers as the main controlling agent 
may separate entirely from the performing group. Ina majority Of 
cases a ‘singing’ chief performer occupies the central position in 


PERFORMANCE AND PERIPHERALS 59 


contrast to instrumentalists functioning as chief performers. In this 
context it is pertinent to remember that the Indian musicological 
hierarchy has always accorded vocal music primacy over instrumental 
expression as well as dancing. 

The positioning of performers in relation to the audience is also 
meaningful. For group expression the performing line or group faces 
the audience but often the audience may also be found to surround 
it. In that event the performers trace a circular path; thus two 
concentric circles are formed. 

The three probable and basic body postures relevant to perfor- 
mance in ordinary circumstances are the erect, the seated and the 
recumbent (which includes both the prostrate and supine). The three 
basic postures or their combinations can be employed to serve the 
dual purpose of facilitating the performance and conveying addi- 
tional messages. What the basic postures convey by themselves can 
be stated briefly and generally. 

The Erect Posture: At any particular moment of a performance 
the musically relevant performer tends to stand with his feet slightly 
. Apart. It is noted that at the time of climaxes or at the approach of 

Significant communicative moments the erect posture is subjected 
to a forward inclination. Further, a crouching movement is evident 
preceding a climatic phase. This is specially noticed when drum- 
mers are in action. Usually the right side and the right hand enjoy 
a preference. It is to be usually surmised that opting for a sinistral 
usage would indicate symbolic manifestation necessitating an 
interpretation (unless the performer is left-handed). 

Postures are coupled with movements durivg a performance and 
hence it is important to note the way those accompanying move- 
ments are executed. The more non-elite or non-art the musical 
category involved, the more the suddenness that characterizes the 
Movements. In some cases movements border on being jerky though 
there is no lack of precision. The erect posture as well as the 
movements that go with it evince a remarkable energetic execution 
and a matching purposefulness. Compared to other possible ee 
panying movements the erect posture shows a preference for ie 
walk-back-and-forth movement in the total pattern. Hypothetica y 
it can be stated that the lesser the movement and more rigid the 
maintenance of the erect posture the narrower is the focus of the 

ication directed to the recipients. 
The eiiee Posture, Adoption of the sitting posture generally 
connotes a more definite channelizing of the performance communi- 
cation. A sitting performer is seen to face a deity, patron or im 
audience. The accompanists face the performer and turn a profile 
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to the audience. To the extent that performers and accompanists 
face the audience the solo element attains a diminished stature. 
Sitting upright is the rule though a hunchback position does not 
appear to constitute violation of propriety. 

The Recumbent Posture: Prostrate or supine positions are hardly 
conducive to performance. When performers employ these postures 
the strongest association established is with the non-human reptilian 
world. However if a member of the performing set assumes such a 
posture during the performance it indicates a superior, patronizing 
attitude towards the performance/perfourmer. A recumbent auditor 
too connotes his superior position, suggesting on most occasions his 
patron status. The only established and dignified recumbent positions 
are those approximate to the nirvana posture of the Buddha and the 
Sheshashayi posture of Vishnu. 

2. Headgears and Forehead Marks: Between the two, headgears 
are more peripheral than forehead marks. The peripheral quality of 
headgears is easily deducible from the accent on art and craftsman- 
ship in their construction. As argued earlier all artistic qualities are 
peripheral to all non-elite/art performing traditions. It has been per- 
tinently pointed out that constructing headgears necessarily involves 
rising against the force of gravity in order to follow the anatomical 
body-lines and hence a headgear represents a craft. Dr Ghurye has 
also pointed out that unlike in the West, headgears have been 
considered obligatory in India throughout the course of history (p.2, 
Indian Costume, second edition, Popular Prakashan, Bombay, °66). . 

The manner of wearing headgears forms an important detail. Of 
the innumerable possible variations of wearing headgears, four need 
to be mentioned because of their capacity to convey extra-musical 
messages. Headgears may be worn straight, tilted (sideways), thrust 
forward or pushed backwards. The four positions carry suggestions 
broadly indicating respectful, romantic, combative and insolent 
attitudes respectively. The basic premise is that a covered head 
constitutes the norm. The manner as also the extent of keeping the 
head uncovered creates nuance situations varying in their import 
from culture to culture. ‘ 

Forehead-marks (or Tilaks as they are commonly called in India) 
Primarily function as sectarian marks. Headgears and forehead- 
marks also indicate the performer’s caste. It therefore becomes 
easier to guess the range of social involvement in a particular 
performance. 

3. Gestures and Movements: Perhaps the most complex group of 
peripherals is constituted by gestures and movements, This is so 
firstly because they have a great deal to contribute to the psycho- 
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physiological aspects of a performance. Secondly they have a very 
significant and considerable role to play in the artistic manifestations 
of mime and acting. Finally they are a part of the deeper symbolic 
patterns present in both religious and secular segments of human 
life. However an alert application of the criteria discussed earlier 
enables one to determine the peripherality or otherwise of the 
gestures and movements concerned. 

With some simplification it could be stated that movement and 
gesture are to be distinguished on the following counts: 1. Move- 
ment may include gesture but not vice versa. 2. Movement involves 
specific limbs while gestures may not. 3. Movement leads to dis- 
placement of specific limbs while a gesture does not. 4. Examined 
temporally, movements may require longer durations while gestures 
are normally describable as instantaneous. The two however prove 
problematic in analysis as they occur together. 

One point needs to be stressed before proceeding further with 
the argument. The gesture-types relevant to the present discussion 
are not to be confused with the gestures exhaustively described and 
classified by the Sanskrit texts on dramaturgy or dance. The voca- 
bulary of gestures as systematized in works such as Abhinayadarpana 
by Nandikeswara cannot be considered in a discussion of peripheral 
gestures as the former is unambiguously linked to artistic expression. 
Such gestures are employed by artists as a result of their learned, 
acquired behaviour. Gesture-languages of secret societies, the deaf 
and dumb, of tribals or of people who belong to a common 
occupation are all instances of. gestures that do not remain 
peripheral. . 

Against this backdrop what types of gesture are to be considered? 
Obviously they are not such as facilitate the physical action of a 
performance. Neither are they gestures which are classifiable as 
demonstrative, emphatic, imitative, etc. Such gestures do occur in 
performances but they cannot be characterized as peripheral. There 
remain gestures different from all these that yet play a communica- 
tive role in performances, especially of the non-artistic variety. For 
example one may mention the oft-encountered constant and 
abstracted stare, the rigid facial muscles, jerky body movements, 
exaggerated hand and feet throws, grunts, growls, cries, hisses, 
sighs, exclamations, howls, laughs or half-laughs, etc. interspersed in 
performances. : 

Considered in this light, gesture appears to be a psychosomatic 
manifestation which occurs as part of expressive performance 
behaviour. Mainly it alludes to an ecstatic mental state that claims 
for the performer a supra-societal status. In so far as such gestures 
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do not fit into the accepted classification and to the extent they do 
not refer to any of the recognizable emotions of day-to-day life, 
they are characterized by high ambiguity. The ambiguity and non- 
verbal claim to supra-societal status is corroborated by the marked. 
preponderance of gestures in non-artistic performances. In fact it is 
no exaggeration to say that children, women and the socially less 
privileged take greater recourse to gesture. Hence it is not surprising 
that non-art (especially folk) performances employ gestures in 
noticeable proportion. Relatively speaking art performances tend to 
smooth out such gestures. Performances of popular category on the 
other hand take to the path of exaggerated slickness or polish in the 
presentation, offering in the end a whole battery of artificial gestures. 
It is primitive musical expression alone that seems to overlap witb 
the folk in respect of quality of gestures, but then these are conti- 
guous manifestations and naturally share common features. 

Do all peripheral categories convey similar messages? At this 
Stage it is difficult to answer the question. However they appear to 
be fairly. independent of each other in the messages they convey. 
In fact as one moves from postures to gestures there is a progressive 
increase in protest as well as in transcendence. The reason seems 
to lie in the unambiguous and concrete nature of items such as 
headgear, posture, position, etc. They exemplify firmer connotations 
and definite applicability in day-to-day life, thus indicating less 
freedom of expression. In contrast gestures are nuances and the 
additional introduction of an intense ambiguity becomes significant. 
The raptness, the rigidity, the rapport are pointers to a mentality 
not encountered in other performing-art categories. The appeal of 
folk music, both to performer and perceiver, is to be sought in an 
altered state of consciousness, if one may use the term. From 
Wundt to Efron and Critchley to Birdwhistle, many authorities 
have of course dealt with the language of gesture. But analysis of 
and reference to performing situations are far and few. Usually the 
referential role of gestures and movements is stressed. On other 
occasions performance-facilitating gestures are considered. AS 
indicated earlier such gestures are not of concern in the present 
context. Gestures that have engaged our attention here are residual 
emotive gestures and it is argued that they have a special message 
of tone and character that distinguishes folk performances from 
other musical expressions. Compared to messages transmitted by 
other performance components those passed on by gestures are 
ambiguous but more charged. This is a clue to the appeal of folk 
performances, an appeal which is often disproportionate to their 
musical worth! Ss) 


